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Turning On The Spotlight
In 1984, Carole Kaldor devised a multisensory approach to language intervention, now known as 
the Spotlights on Language Communication System©. Although it has been modified for children 
with various difficulties, it was initially used to meet the functional communication needs of adults 
with dysphasia. Here, Carole and her colleagues, Janet Tanner and Pat Robinson, highlight its 
benefits and applications. Although they focus on children with specific language impairment, the 

principles and methods are just as relevant for adult neurological and adult learning disability client 
groups.

The Spotlights on Language Communication System© 
[SPOTS-ON] has gradually developed over a 16-year 
period to meet the functional needs of giving and 
receiving messages. It was first used to assist 
dysphasic adult clients and then children with mild 
learning difficulties and language impairments. The idea 
behind the 'Spotlight' stems from using different 
coloured beams in a special torchlight as if it were a 
spotlight on part of a scene in a theatre, but instead 
used on pictures or actions. Central to the approach is 
the use of basic shapes (figure 1). 

For several years the system has been further modified 
for use with 4-7 year olds within a school for children 
who have speech, language and communication 
impairments, some of whom may have characteristics 
associated with the autistic spectrum. 

This has involved making use of the knowledge gained from the work of authors in different 
disciplines to devise, support or confirm aspects in the system. 
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Responsive

Aims are within an overall approach that is 
responsive to the child from moment to moment, 
and therefore highly flexible in its rules. In 
general, the system aims to: 

� make it possible for children with specific 
language impairment to make use of their 
various and successful modes of 
communication and of their creativity 

and 

� encourage the children to use their memory, mainly through their five senses - and 
especially through their actions and sense of touch. 

More specifically, it aims to 

� enable young children to become proficient in understanding and using verbal language in 
its early stages of development for their own thinking, learning and communication 

� provide a link between their process of pre-verbal thinking - which is highly personal and 
can be pictorially based - and adult verbal language used around them 

� provide a consistent method to help children become aware of verbal language structures 
as a means of communication. 

These colours to indicate different linguistic 
information (figure 2) were developed by 
Philip Conn (1973) and, because this was the 
system used at Meath School in 1988/9, 
these colours have been superimposed onto 
the shapes. The coloured shapes are 
presented in three forms: see-through 
acetate; card; outlines. The different coloured 
acetate shapes are used as hand-held 
overlays to act as spotlights. These can 
capture a child's involuntary visual attention to 
create a potential shared focus. The focus 
could be an actual object or action, a pictured 
event or, later, written language. 

Figure 2 SPOTS-ON colours (after Conn, 1973)

� pink for a name 
� orange for a label 
� yellow for an action 
� blue for a preposition (place) 
� green for an attribute

The acetates can be used anywhere as spotlights; for example, a yellow circle 

a. held over a child's hand as they stir cake mixture so they focus on their action 
b. used as an overlay on part of a child's drawing, or 
c. on a video of the child at play. 
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The overlay can be used to create a sense of anticipation and the use of a specific coloured shape 
can provide a clue for the child to map meaning onto a visual scene. The coloured acetate shapes 
provide a primary linking device in the system, making it possible to make connections between 
the event and the verbal language. 

Concrete and practical 
The coloured card shapes are used in tasks to assemble (construct) the verbal message in a 
linear form from left to right. They also act as a clue, when the card is blank, that information is 
needed for the formation of their verbal utterance. This information can be supplied by using an 
actual object stuck onto the card, a symbol, a photo, a drawing or the written word. In this way, the 
child can practise abstract verbal tasks in highly concrete and practical ways using the 'words' on 
the different card-shapes. 

Outlines of the shapes can be drawn with coloured pencils as non-verbal clues indicating to the 
child where on the paper to place or stick the 'words'. A further stage in the process could be for 
the child to draw or write their 'word' within the outline. The outlines for a sentence or phrase 
indicate the number of different elements that make up the verbal utterance. It is not expected in 
the early stages that a child will be able to recall or work on the whole of the utterance and its 
morphemes (figure 3). From the adult's knowledge of the child's abilities, it is possible to indicate in 
a non-verbal way the number of elements he should attempt, and Paget Gorman Signing supports 
the words and the grammatical morphemes. The child's holophrases can be set out in the 
elements of a sentence so they can begin to see the separate words, or that their words may be 
combined. 

The materials provide links for the question/answer situation in a social setting where the answers 
are unknown. The question is formed initially so that the answer is in the picture and therefore 
easily accessible. 

The activities involved in the SPOTS-ON system are also designed to assist a child in 
understanding the passing of time in a repeating weekly cycle. Within the week events are also 
linked so, for example, on Thursday we revisit Wednesday's play activities as together we watch 
the video of them at play. This also provides the child with an opportunity to see their moving 
image and relate the action to a verbal label. These are just examples of what we do in class 1, 
and users of the system should make use of the materials, at a level of presentation appropriate to 
their particular client. Further, the life in the shared communication between therapist and client 
benefits from the therapist thinking up their own activities. 

From the child's own impetus, through the adults' responses, communication is established. 
Together they work towards sharing a verbal world. The work of Lowenfeld and Winnicott and 
others in early infant and childhood development has confirmed and informed the approach, 
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